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any roads that lead to
the New Testament
of Christianity begin
in the book of Daniel.1 One of
these roads starts in the twelfth
chapter of that book: "And many
of those who sleep in the dust of
the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame
and everlasting contempt" (verse
2).2 These words describe the resurrection of the dead.

references were susceptible of the
latter interpretation, and Judaism
in fact so applied them. 3 The ultimate theological foundation for
this hope was stated in
Deuteronomy 32:39, where the
Lord declares: "I kill and I make
alive." But the fullest statement
in the Tanakh of belief in the resurrection of the dead—both
righteous and wicked—is in
Daniel 12.

To be sure, this hope was not a
new invention of Daniel. Ezekiel
37:12 and Isaiah 26:19 also spoke
of resurrection. Scholars now debate whether these prophets were
referring to a national resurrection
or a personal resuscitation, but the

The idea of bodily resurrection
was apparently unique to Judaism.
The other nations of antiquity
placed their hope concerning the
afterlife, if they had such a hope,
on the continuing conscious survival of an incorporeal or
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semi-incorporeal entity apart from
the body, such as the ka of the
Egyptians. The Greeks especially
developed the concept of man's
immortal soul, an idea that they
spread throughout the Mediterranean world, including Judasa.
According to this notion, the
physical body is the prisonhouse of
the immortal human spirit, and the
spirit is liberated at death.
The Hebrew view of human
nature was holistic, seeing a living
soul as a body animated by the lifegiving breath of God (Genesis 2:7).
When that breath is withdrawn,
life ends in the sleep of death
(Ecclesiastes 12:7). But the Greek
view was dualistic, with the body

despised as a disposable container
of an immaterial spirit that is independently conscious, and by
nature immortal and possibly divine. The contrast between the
two views is striking, and one
might think that they are logically
incompatible.4 For the Hebrew,
life was good and death was an
enemy. For the Greek, death was
an illusion and a liberation.
In spite of the apparent incompatibility, the Greek view
became laminated to the Hebrew
view in many Jewish minds. The
intrinsic dissonance resulted in
many difficult questions for
Jews, and later, for many Christians. What need was there of
the body? Where did the human
personality reside? Which comp o n e n t was responsible for
sinning? Could not the body
and the soul each blame the
other? The rabbis attempted to
resolve such questions with a famous parable:
Unto what is the matter like? It is like a king
of flesh and blood who
had a beautiful orchard.
The king placed in it
two keepers, one of
whom was lame and the
other blind. The lame
man said to the blind: "I
see beautiful figs in the
orchard. Come and take
me upon thy shoulder,
that we may take and eat
them." So the lame man
rode upon the blind,
took and ate t h e m .
Some time after, the
owner of the orchard
came and said to them:
"Where are those beautiful figs?" The lame

man replied: "Have I
then feet to walk with?"
The blind man replied:
"Have I then eyes to see
with?" What did the king
do? He placed the lame
man upon the blind and
judged them both together as one.
Also will the H o l y
O n e , blessed be H e ,
bring the soul, replace it
in the body, and judge
them together. 5
Actually, by the beginning of the
Common Era, there were many
varieties of belief in Judaism concerning the afterlife. 6
The
aristocratic Sadducees believed in
no life after death. The reward for
obedience is a prosperous long life
now, with many offspring. Such a
hope was good enough for those
who were living well.
Many others would have agreed
with the sentiments expressed in a
book popular at the time, The Wisdom of the Son ofSirach A\:\-A:
O death, how bitter
is the reminder of you
to o n e w h o lives at
peace among his poss e s s i o n s , to a m a n
without distractions,
who is prosperous in
e v e r y t h i n g , and who
still has the vigor to enjoy his food! O death,
how welcome is your
sentence to one who is
in need and is failing in
strength, very old and
distracted over everything; to one who is
contrary, and lost his
patience!
Do not fear the sentence of death; remember

your former days and
the end of life; this is
the decree from the
Lord for all flesh, and
how can you reject the
good pleasure of the
Most High? Whether
life is for ten or a hund r e d or a t h o u s a n d
years, there is no inquiry about it in Hades
[the place of the dead,
however conceived]. 7
But what about the person cut
down in the prime of life, even
though he was upright and obedient to the Torah, perhaps even a
martyr for it? How could he have
justice?
At this point the
Sadducean view and views akin to
it failed to satisfy.
The Pharisees held strongly to
belief in the bodily resurrection
of the dead. They would have
agreed with Mishnah Sanhedrin
10:1 that they who deny the resurrection will have no portion in
the world to come. But many of
them, as we have seen, would
have combined this faith with
belief in an immortal soul.
We must take note of one further aspect of the Jewish view of
death. Death was separation from
God, and so one who feels forsaken
by God is in some sense experiencing death even before the end of
his biological life. So when God
rescues from trouble or from sin,
it is spoken of as a restoration to
life.8 The people of the Qumran
community, who produced the famous Dead Sea Scrolls, spoke
emphatically in this manner. In
fact, they regarded the leaving of
the outside world and entering
their community as somehow passing from death to life.9
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These Jewish attitudes toward
death and the belief in resurrection
of the dead became key features of
the faith initiated in Yeshua of
Nazareth, in an even more intense
and confident way.
Yeshua became known as a
healer who could even resuscitate
the dead, in the manner of Elijah
and Elisha.10 But most important
was Yeshua's own resurrection,
which without exaggeration can
be regarded as the supreme foundational event of Christianity,
like the miraculous crossing of
the Red Sea for Israel. In one of
the earliest writings of the New
Testament, the apostle Paul summarizes what happened:
For I delivered to you
as of first importance what
I also received, that Christ
died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures,
that he was buried, that he
was raised on the third day
in accordance with the
scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas,11 then
to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five
hundred brethren at one
time, most of whom are
still alive, though some
have fallen asleep. Then
he appeared to James,
then to all the apostles...
(1 Corinthians 15:3-7).
The Christian faith is based on
this astounding claim, and every-
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thing depends upon whether it is
true.12 The gospel of John quotes
Yeshua as saying, "Because I live,
you will live also" (14:19). Paul
wrote of "the gospel concerning his
[God's] Son, who was descended
from David according to the flesh
and designated Son of God in
power according to the Spirit of
holiness by his resurrection from
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the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord"
(Romans 1:3, 4). John in his
apocalypse records a vision of the
exalted Yeshua, who says to him:
"Fear not, I am the first and the
last, and the living one; I died, and
behold I am alive for evermore, and
I have the keys of Death and Hades" (Revelation 1:17, 18).
This is a stupendous claim, but
is it credible? The earliest witnesses
play a key role. Speaking of himself and the other apostles, Simon
Peter proclaimed, "This Jesus God
raised up, and of that we all are
witnesses" (Acts 2:32). To bear this
witness was one of the chief functions and qualifications of an
apostle. But were they credible?

Broadly speaking, there can be
but three possibilities: (1) The witnesses were lying; (2) The witnesses
were deceived—they were gullible,
or hallucinating, or duped in some
way; or (3) They were telling the
sober truth, sensational though it
admittedly be.
In the passage in 1 Corinthians
15 cited above, Paul lines up more
than five hundred witnesses, most
of whom were still alive when he
wrote and available for cross-examination. But some, he said,
"have fallen asleep"—died. The
record tells of how many of them
died—they were martyred. Except
in rare pathological cases, people
do not willingly die for something
that they know to be a lie. But
these witnesses sealed their testimony with their blood.
Furthermore, far from being
gullible, several of these witnesses
had been openly skeptical. The
James [Yaaqov] whom Paul mentioned was an older half-brother of
Yeshua and had not believed in him
(John 7:5; cf. Mark 3:31-35). After the claimed resurrection of
Yeshua, we find James becoming a
leader in the young church. The
only explanation for such an
about-face is the appearance to him
of his resurrected brother, mentioned by Paul. There is also the
famous case of "doubting Thomas"
in John 20:19-29. He had declared, "Unless I see in his hands
the print of the nails, and place my
finger in the mark of the nails, and
place my hand in his side [where a
Roman legionnaire had pierced
Yeshua's body with a spear to be
sure of his death], I will not believe." But his condition was met
and he believed.

It should be noticed in this and
several other appearances recorded
in the Gospels that Yeshua's appearances after his resurrection were
corporeal. The Gospels stress the
physicality. They were not dealing with a phantom.
As we have already noted,
Christians saw in the resurrection
of Yeshua the basis and assurance
of their own resurrection. We
find this note in the earliest
Christian sources that survive.
Thus 1 Thessalonians 4:16 says,
"For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of
command, with the archangel's
call, and with the sound of the
trumpet of God. And the dead
in Christ will rise first."

Finally, we should notice the
occurrence in the New Testament
of the manner of speaking we saw
in the Old Testament and at
Qumran—we may call it a metaphorical resurrection, but it is more
than that, a spiritual resurrection.
1 John 3:14 in a typical but startling expression declares: "We
know that we have passed out of
death into life, because we love the
brethren. He who does not love
abides in death."
That is the doubly astounding
proclamation of the New Testament: Resurrection from death
need not be only a hope for the
future; it can be a present experience. Many Christians have
betrayed this message and by their

lives shown themselves to be still
"abiding in death," but millions of
others have in fact experienced a
spiritual resurrection so real that
they have no doubts about the
physical one that they believe
awaits them.

'Some of the other Danielic concepts
that Yeshua and Christianity developed are
the person and title of the Son of Man,
the saints of the Most High, "the abomination of desolation," the final great
Assize, and the terrible rime of tribulation
that precedes rhe Messianic Age.
2
A11 quotations in this article from
the Bible and Apocrypha are taken from
the Revised Standard Version.
3
It is also recorded that resuscitation
of individuals occurred in connection with
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the prophets Elijah and Elisha (see 1 Kings
17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:31-37; 13:20, 21),
but these were presumably temporary, and
rhe resurrected ones died again.
'See Robert M. Johnston, "Spirit and
Flesh: The Early Christian View," Shabbat
Shalom. December 1996, 21-23.
^This parable, with slight variations,
is found in many places, including
Mekilta Shirata 2:130-133 (Lauterbach
edition), Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin
91a-b, and Leviricus Rabbah 4:5.

nto w h a t is the m a t t e r like?
It is like a king of flesh and blood
w h o had a beautiful orchard.

The

king placed in it two keepers, one

''This matter is discussed by G. W.
E. Nickelsburg, Resurrection, Immortality, and Eternal Life in Lntertestamental
Judaism, Harvard Theological Studies 26
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1972).

o f w h o m was lame and the other

In Protestant Bibles, Sirach (also
called Ecclesiasticus) is included among
rhe Apocryphal books.
8
See, for example, Psalm 30 and
Isaiah 38.
'See the Hymn Scroll (Hodayoth)
3:19-23, 11:3-14.
10
See the stories of Jairus's daughter
(Mark 5), the son of the widow of Nain
(Luke 7), and Lazarus (John 11).
"Cephas is rhe Greek transliteration
of the Aramaic nickname Kepha
("stone," or "rock") that Jesus gave to
Simon bar Jonah. Kepha translated into
Greek is Petros, from which we get the
English name Peter.

shoulder, that we may take and eat

12

The Israeli scholar Pinchas Lapide is
willing to concede that Yeshua rose from
the dead, in the manner of rhe resuscitations by Elijah and Elisha, and he chides
skeptical Christian scholars like Rudolf
Bultmann for their unbelief. Bur Lapide
is unwilling to say that the factuality of
Yeshua's resurrection proves him to be Son
of God. Christianity, however, distinguishes the resurrection of Jesus from the
earlier temporary resurrections, and insists
upon its cosmic significance.
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blind.

T h e lame man said to the

blind: T see beautiful figs in the orchard. C o m e and take me u p o n thy

them.' So the lame man rode upon
the blind, took and ate them. Some
time after, the owner of the orchard
came and said to them: 'Where are
those beautiful figs?' T h e lame man
replied: 'Have I then feet to walk
with?' T h e blind man replied: 'Have
I then eyes to see with?' W h a t did
the king do?

H e placed the lame

m a n u p o n the b l i n d and j u d g e d
them both together as one.
"Also will the H o l y O n e ,
blessed be He, bring the
soul, replace it in the body,
and judge them together."
(Mekilta Shirata

2:130-133.)
i

